It was not difficult to find biographical information on Frederic
Hedge, but primary source material is not readily available. There is currently no complete or partial edition of Hedge's work (though I understand such a project may be in the offing, to be edited by Professor Le Beau) . Two of Hedge's most important book-length studies, Reason in Religion and Ways of the Spirit, were available in the Parks Library at Iowa State University as were many of the articles he published for the Christian Examiner. However, in order to discover much of Hedge's work, it was necessary to do a significant amount of searching. Club members did not necessarily agree as to philosophical ideas, opinions, or solutions; however, they did agree in placing "intuition" above all principles as well as on condemning Lockean sensationalism.
Hedge envisioned the Transcendental Club as an organization guided by the principles of spiritual truth. He obviously did not intend for this movement to be one of complete agreement and unity, for he pointed to toleration of others' beliefs and solutions. Hedge, a loyal Unitarian minister and a Christian Transcendentalist, was caught between conflicting roles and expectations despite his wish to avoid conflict and establish freedom of opinion.
As Ronald Wells defined the term, "Christian Transcendentalism" not only differentiated the beliefs of clergymen such as Hedge from the more secular Transcendentalism, but also characterized those whose primary concern was allegiance to the church and a reassertion of religious faith (2). Hedge connected Transcendental ideals to the traditions of the church; his belief in man's intuitive abilities provided the foundation for his Christian Transcendentalism:
Everything in religion which denounces nature and insults life must be abandoned for principles which show the present worth of nature and dignity of man. This will be nearer the true religion of Jesus, a religion of life, humanity, nature,--a religion of the present. Unless this religion grows, the theologians will give way to the philosopher, the preacher to the lecturer, and the Church will sink into oblivion before the rising lyceum. Thus, Hedge defined man's divinity through intuitive insights which were his source of the knowledge of God. God was not an isolated being; He was Publish your opinions, but not.your dissent; and take no notice of opposite views, but simply and steadily ignore them. Controversy on any subject is seldom productive of much profit. • • . It was a principle with Goethe . . . to deal as little as possible in negations, to state his view as if the opposite had never been stated, to work out his own problems in his own way, and let the world take its course. In the midst of conflicts, civil and religious, which agitated his time, with the din of battle always in his ear, he maintained a strict neutrality, and held in silence his steady course, well knowing that these controversies would decide themselves, and that for him to take part in the fray was only to postpone their decision. He felt that to produce somewhat of his own was better than to quarrel with the work of others; that to plant for the future was better than to war with the past. So he trode the fierce battle-field of his age with the implements of peace in his hands, and sowed philosophy and art in the upturned sod.
Peace, and not controversy, is the true and genial element of the scholar's life . . . . In the conflict between the old and the new which is raging around him, let the scholar attach himself wherever instinct may draw or conscience drive, happy if he can find a point of reconciliation common to both, and minister as mediator between the two. Having found his own position, let him gladly concede to others the like freedom, and rejoice that there is wisdom enough on both sides to do justice to both. This role of the scholar was strikingly similar to Hedge's conception of the "project" he communicated to Emerson. Each member--each scholar--should pursue his steady course, but avoid conflict and controversy. The scholar must set his own example and be satisfied with his own position--a role which Hedge struggled to follow throughout his lifetime. However, finding a point of reconciliation and becoming a mediator between the old and the new actually brought controversy to Hedge's career rather than enabling him to avoid it completely. To extremists on either side, his position seemed highly illogical (Hutchison 139 ), yet Hedge described himself as "ecclesiastically conservative though intellectually radical."
He believed these positions to be completely compatible, though they actually pulled him in different directions. He respected Transcendentalist views and he respected Unitarian beliefs. Adherents of both gained from his knowledge and ideas, yet they found it increasingly difficult to understand his position. I mediate something more seriously than ever before, the adventure of a periodical paper which shall speak truth without fear or favor to all who desire to hear it, with such persuasion as shall compel them to speak it also. Henry Hedge is an unfolding man who has just now written the best pieces that have appeared in the Examiner and one especially was a living leaping Logos, and he may help me. (Rusk 1: 402) The "living leaping Logos" was Hedge's 1833 essay on Coleridge in which he defended German scholarship. Hedge refused to apologize for the Germanic " "obscurity," and explained that only those who had experienced the Transcendental vision could understand the literature: "The works of the transcendental philosophers may be translated word for word, but still it will be impossible to get a clear idea of their philosophy, unless we raise ourselves at once to a transcendental point of view. Unless we take our station with the philosopher and proceed from his ground as our starting point, the whole system will appear to us an inextricable puzzle" ("Coleridge"69). Hedge distinguished between two types of consciousness defined by Kant: the common, which was a passive receptor of the world, and the interior, which was an active state. It was from a recognition of the interior consciousness that man understood intuitive powers. The intuition provided man with the ability to reach beyond ordinary experience and discover the materials of his own consciousness. With this statement, the Unitarians received a first glimpse of the controversy surrounding Transcendentalism; Emerson was pleased with its central premises yet perhaps unaware of the essential differences which still existed between their views. Hedge asserted that the "thinking mind" and nature were manifestations of the same divine principle and were part of the same essence (Hunter 189 ). Yet he still held to Christian Transcendentalist beliefs:
Hedge made it quite clear that he regarded Transcendentalism as a method of philosophical inquiry and not, as claimed by Coleridge and Emerson, the sufficient grounds for a system of metaphysical and ethical belief. Hedge respected the nature of institutions and their role in society. As early as 1834, Hedge wrote that human progress. could be described as . . . like the rhythm of the human heart beat. Every invention or new idea quickens the pulse of social development and is followed in turn by a systolic interval of quiet. During the interval, the new idea or invention is given outward form in institutions and rituals . . . . Institutions mark mankind's advanced position; they fit and perpetuate the improvements of the age. While progress depends upon moving beyond the outposts of society, the old forms embody hard-won victories and human truths that cannot be disregarded. (Hunter 191) Thus, in 1833-34 Hedge argued for loosening the bonds of church and society. He wished to lift people to new ideas with his "living leaping . though I hugely enjoyed the sessions, and shared many of the ideas which ruled the conclave, and the ferment they engendered, I had no belief in ecclesiastical revolutions . . . . My historical conscience, then as since, balanced my neology, and kept me ecclesiastically conservative, though intellectually radical." (Hutchison 140) Avoiding conflict became increasingly difficult as many did not find these positions compatible. him gratitude for all his manifest kindness to me, though he is wrong to say he loves me, for I am sure he does not quite. All this makes me heartily sorry for him,--but I know he will nigh kill himself with vexation at his own letter, after a few months be past. So that I think you must only show it to such as it instantly concerns, & to none others; for he will certainly beg it of you again, & beg you to forget it. It is much for him, but it is not important to the 'book. The book would be glad of his aid, but it will do as well without . . . . Hedge's view of the matter is to me quite worthless. The poor old public stand just where they always did,--garrulous orthodox conservative whilst you say nothing; silent the I care not . . . whether a man be a conservative or a radical in his theology, provided he has sight of this fact [that there is a fundamental difference between religion and philosophy]; provided also he possesses the faculty of self-criticism, which shall teach him his own limitations and the limits of his theme. Conservatism is wise, so it be the conservatism of intelligent homage to the past, and not the conservatism of worldliness and self-interest, or fear. But radicalism is wiser: I mean the radicalism of disciplined thought, not of impatience, of pugnacity and self-conceit. Wiser yet, wisest of all, is that historic sense which acknowledges the good in both these tendencies, but is too wide-eyed and selfpossessed to be entangled in either; which sees that both are polarizations of a t~th that neither quite understands. . . . Hedge's 1833 definition of human progress never drastically changed.
Progress was marked by a moving beyond existing forms, yet old forms could not be disregarded. Although Hedge did not use the terms "Conservatism"
and "Reform" in 1833, his definition of progress was essentially an acknowledgment and a synthesis of both.
Though quite different in style from "Conservatism and Reform," Reform, but admitted finally that the two must· combine to form a good society. In a statement much like Hedge's, strong natural images help to illustrate how Conservatism and Reform equaled progress:
• • • it may be safely affirmed of these two metaphysical antagonists, that each is a good half, but an impossible whole. Each exposes the abuses of the other, but in a true society, in a true man, both must combine. Nature does not give the crown of its approbation, namely, beauty, to any action or emblem or actor, but to one which combines both these elements; not to the rock which resists the waves from age to age, nor to the wave which lashes incessantly the rock, but the superior beauty is with the oak which stands with its hundred arms against the storms of a century, and grows every year like a sapling; or the river which ever flowing, yet is found in the same bed from age to age; or, greatest of all, the man who has subsisted for years amid the changes of nature, yet has distanced himself, so that challenged the reformer to dream; yet it was the existing world which would stand until "a better cast of the dice is made" (177). In Hedge's words, the most air-blown reformer could not overcome the gravitation which connected him with his time. In the words of Emerson: "the existing world is not a dream, and cannot with impunity be treated as a dream; neither is it a disease; but it is the ground on which you stand, it is the mother of whom you were born. Reform converses with possibilities, perchance with impossibilities; but here is sacred fact" The only policy for an enlightened Conservatism, in this day of judgment, is to confront Reason with Reason,--to show the philosopher that his philosophy is comprehended and seen through by a philosophy older than his, and that beneath those inquiries which he deems so profound . . there lies a region of perpetual calm, where rest the rock-foundations of Church and State, and where gushes in secret the everlasting fountain which he who drinketh shall thirst no more. ("Conservatism and Reform" 147) Man embraced the laws of institutions which provided the foundation for his experience. Institutions represented God; man's intuitive insights, taken directly from the divine in every man, also represented God.
Knowledge of God "was a concept given in the nature of man, or the product of God's self-revelation from within each man to those who were ready to receive Him" (Le Beau, "Frederic Hedge" 5). Man was not the author of ideas, but rather the receiver. "Conservatism and Reform" argued that ideas were ordered by a higher power; "Experience" acknowledged this power of revelation. Emerson, perhaps, recalled his own life experiences to explain this position:
Life is a series of surprises, and would not be worth taking or keeping if it were not. God delights to isolate us every day, and hide from us the past and the future. We would look about us, but with grand politeness he draws down before us an impenetrable screen of purest sky, and another behind us of purest sky. 'You will not remember,' he seems to say, 'and you will not expect.' • .
• The ardors of piety agree at last with the coldest scepticism--that nothing is of us or our works--that all is of God. . . It is too much the fashion with good people, and is thought to be the genuine language of piety, to flout and degrade the present life, to speak disparagingly of this world, to call it a vale of tears, a state of sin and sorrow, scarce worthy a single thought or care from a rational and immortal being. . . . The doctrine of a life to come has been so handled as to throw, not light, but a shadow on the life that now is. We doubt, more harm than good is done by such representations. Harm is done by every thing which tends to beget indifference to the present, and to disgust us with the actual conditions of our being. On this account, the frequent use of that metaphor, so beloved by the preachers of religion, which likens life to a pilgrimage, has seemed to us of doubtful expediency. Beautiful and appropriate as it was in its original, Scriptural application, the inordinate expansion of it in the popular theology has served to throw a sad and false covering over the being of man, and to cherish a weakly. peeling sentimentality, incompatible with a healthy and vigorous life. A heavy day's journey through a tedious, barren land, with a comfortable inn at the end of it;--is the translation of this metaphor, as it lies in the common apprehension. It is time the popular theology should reconsider this view of life. We need to set up the strong claims of the present against a hereafter, which would cheat us out of here and now. This life is no more a pilgrimage than every future state. The conditions of well-being are the same for man in all states. The way to heaven is heaven, and heaven is nothing but a way--a method of the soul. The true doctrine is, as Mr. Emerson states it, "to find the journey's end in every step of the road." (Hedge, ).
Hedge agreed with Emerson's concern for the present. Man should focus on the beauty of the present rather than dwell on a past or future state. he criticized Emerson's beliefs but also wished to praise him. Emerson also followed this pattern, and eventually, both men had to acknowledge the ideas they shared. Hedge and Emerson never existed on opposite sides of a strong barrier.
Despite his occasional dismissals of Hedge's ability as a true scholar,
Emerson yet found many of his friend's ideas within his own argument.
Rising above personal resentment, their friendship perhaps represents the ideas which Hedge used to conclude "Conservatism and Reform": In the conflict between the old and the new, one must be happy to find a point of reconciliation common to both. One must stand his own ground and produce something of his own yet be aware of the power to discover common ground with others. Emerson was certainly aware of this power as he imagined a group of friends who would live near him and form a complete neighborhood and a good society. He recorded this dream in his journal:
There is something grand in the relation of two men between whom a perfect good understanding subsists.
Here is a proposition for the formation of a good Interestingly, Emerson's last sentence, written in ink over the same sentence in pencil, was used in his essay "Experience."
Hedge was always a member of Emerson's "good society," though a messenger for Transcendentalism and not the strong leader of the movement. 'Stand where you are,' said Goethe, 'and move the world"'· (144).
